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A LATE THIRTEENTH-CENTURY HOARD FROM CAITHNESS
N.M.McQ. HOLMES
A hoArd of  forty-six silver pennies was discovered in January 2012 by Mr Mikie Aitken with 
the aid of a metal-detector. The find-spot was close to the west end of the Loch of Wester, 
some six miles NNW of Wick. Although small by the standards of Edwardian period hoards, 
this one is of interest on account of its location, its date and its internal profile.
Very few hoards have been reported from as far north within the British Isles as Caithness, 
the only two from that county previously recorded being that from Duncansby Head (1969) 
and another from Braemore (believed to be from the place of that name in Caithness). Both 
of these were discussed by Stewart in 1973.1 The eighty-two coins from Duncansby Head 
included two of Robert Bruce, and Stewart estimated the date of deposit at about 1320. Only 
six coins from what must have been a larger hoard from Braemore were examined by Stewart, 
and these gave a terminus post quem of 1301. 
The Loch of Wester hoard appears to be earlier than either of these. The latest English coin 
is of class 4e, now dated to c.1287–89, and all the Scottish coins are of Alexander III’s second 
coinage, believed to have been struck between 1280 and about 1286 or slightly later. The tpq, 
however, is provided by the single continental sterling in the hoard, which is an issue of Jean 
d’Avesnes of Hainaut from the mint at Mons, dated by Mayhew to 1291–c.1296.2 The date of 
deposit must therefore be no earlier than 1291, and the absence of any English pennies of the 
very common class 9b of 1300 indicates a date of burial prior to this year. The intervening 
English issues are sufficiently small for their absence from a hoard of this size not to be signifi-
cant. The absence of any coins of John Baliol, usually dated to the period 1292–96, from a 
hoard containing twenty coins of Alexander III may carry more weight, however, and a date 
of deposit in the very early 1290s seems probable on that basis.
It is this high proportion of Scottish issues (43.5 per cent) which distinguishes Loch of 
Wester from virtually every other Edwardian period hoard from Scotland. The normal propor-
tion of Scottish issues varies from about five to ten per cent. The reason for this abnormality 
may lie in the remote location of Loch of Wester, the early date of deposit or a combination 
1 Stewart 1973, 134–7 (Duncansby head), 138–9 (Braemore).
2 Mayhew 1983, 38, 42.
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of the two. The large number of Edwardian hoards of the early decades of the fourteenth 
century found in the south of Scotland are normally considered to result from the military 
activity and general instability in that region during the Anglo-Scottish wars, but both date and 
location suggest that the concealment of this hoard in Caithness may have been occasioned by 
other factors now impossible to determine.
Within both the English and Scottish elements of the hoard are small groupings which 
might appear statistically improbable. The twenty-five English pennies include five from the 
royal mint at York, three of them being of the relatively uncommon class 3b. There are, how-
ever, no issues at all from the other northern mints of Durham and Newcastle, both of which 
produced relatively prolific issues within class 3, so there is no suggestion of a predominantly 
northern source for the English coins in general. Of the twenty coins of Alexander III, seven 
are of type E2/D with 26-point reverses. Both of these groupings may suggest that the owner 
of the hoard had acquired batches of newly-minted coins from time to time, and that some of 
these had found their way into a savings hoard rather than having entered circulation.
LIST OF COINS
England (Edward I pennies; North 1989 classification)
Bristol Wt. (g)
 1 2b 1.44
2 3b–3g1; obv. double-struck, bust area flat, corroded 1.40
3 3g2; S3, stops 1 1.36
Bury St Edmunds
4 3g2; S2/h1, stops 3 1.36
Canterbury
5 3g2 or 3g3; S3?, stops 4?; corroded 1.41
6 Another similar; S3, stops uncertain 1.36
 7 4a2 1.31
 8 4b 1.37
9 Another similar; broken hair 1.36
London
10 1c; 3/N; D3S/hYB; crown 1, no sinister ornament 1.39
11 1d; N/3N; face 1 1.37
12 2b 1.31
13 3g1; S2, stops 1 1.41
14 Another similar; S2, stops 2? 1.35
15 Another similar; S2?, stops 2 1.38
16 Another similar; S2/S?, stops 2 1.38
17 3g3?; S3, stops 1; obv. slightly double-struck 1.42
18 4a3 1.36
19 4d 1.39
20 4e 1.33
York (Royal)
21 2b 1.33
22–23 3b; crescent and comma marks; rev. of 2b 1.45, 1.16
24 3b; crescent and comma marks; no dexter pellet in crown 1.36
25 3e 1.39
Scotland (Alexander III second coinage pennies; Stewart and North 1990 classification)
26 B2; hair punch b 1.43
27 Ma/A2 1.43
28 Mb3; 24 points 1.34
29 Mb3/E; 25 points 1.32
30 Mc2?/E; 24 points; chipped, corroded 1.36
31 E1; 20 points; plain rev. 1.29
32 E1 or E2; 20 points; extra points in ScO and VM+ quarters; bust rubbed flat 1.36
33 E(2?)/M; 26 points 1.42
34 E2; 20 points; plain rev.; 0LeX0®/eR 1.36
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35 E2; 20 points; plain rev. 1.35
36–37 E2; 26 points 1.40, 1.37
38–44 E2/D; 26 points; 42 and 44 slightly chipped  1.42, 1.41, 
1.38, 1.37, 
1.35, 1.34, 
1.31
45 D1; no. of points on rev. unclear; corroded 1.40
Continental
46 Hainaut: Jean d’Avesnes, Mons mint (Mayhew 1983, type 34) 1.28
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